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Subject: State Senate bill would return money to Passaic River cleanup
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State Senate bill would return money to Passaic River cleanup
MARCH 10, 2015

BY JAMES M. O'NEILL

THE RECORD

The state Senate's budget committee passed a bill Monday that would force Governor Christie
to give back some environmental settlement funds to help restore the Passaic River, money the
governor had taken to close state budget gaps.

The bill, introduced by Sen. Paul Sarlo, D-Wood-Ridge, would require that up to half of all major
environmental settlement awards to the state in the current fiscal year go toward environmental
remediation, while half could go into the general fund to cover budget expenses.

According to language Sarlo said Christie added to the current fiscal budget, any funds over $50
million from environmental settlements go into the state's general fund.

Sarlo's bill was filed Monday in the wake of a controversial environmental settlement by the
Christie administration with Exxon Mobil, which would bring the state $225 million. Since the
state had originally sought $8.9 billion, critics said the administration may have settled for so
much less so it could have a quick cash infusion into the budget.

The controversy put a spotlight on what has been happening with funds that were meant to go to
environmental efforts — and has given new strength to the resolve of some lawmakers to put a
stop to siphoning off of that money.

Because the Exxon settlement funds are unlikely to arrive until the next fiscal year, Democrats
in the Senate have said they will prevent Christie from including language in next year's budget
allowing him to divert so much of the money.

In the meantime, Sarlo's bill is focusing on the $355 million the state has received this year from
companies held liable for the pollution in the Passaic River. Christie diverted more than $288
million of that to balance the budget.

Sarlo said he wants to get some of that money back to help the communities along the Passaic
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affected by the river's legacy of pollution. "When money gets earmarked for a particular purpose
and it is not put in a dedicated lockbox for that purpose, people lose confidence in government,”
Sarlo said in comments before a divided committee voted to approve the measure.

Senators opposed to Sarlo's bill argued that it is too late in the fiscal year, which ends June 30,
and the money has already been allocated. They said that if Christie were required to give it
back, cuts would have to be made to other programs.

The bill needs to get through the full Senate, and Sarlo has conceded he was unlikely to have
the votes to override a Christie veto of the bill.

David W. Kluesner

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
Public Affairs

290 Broadway, 26" Floor

New York, NY 10007

212.637.3653 (Office)

347.330.9439 (Cell)
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